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particularly in cases such as daily dialysis, for which
there is a very appealing physiologic-philosophical back-
ground, but comparatively little “primary” evidence [2].
In such a context, it is customary to highlight the need for
randomized controlled trials (RCTs); however, we would
like to discuss not only on the ethical aspects of random-
ization of “intrusive” treatments, but also on the technical
feasibility. In fact, the “ideal” RCT should be blinded, ap-
plied to the overall population, have a low attrition bias,
be performed long enough to allow the evaluation of hard
outcomes. None of these assumptions are fully applicable
to this case. Blinding is not possible; the subset of patients
agreeing to be randomized is probably as low as 50% [3,
4]. A strong attrition bias is expected, with shift towards
the modality most fit to patients’ preferences.
These problems, already faced in the case of peri-
toneal dialysis versus hemodialysis (intrusiveness), or in
the Modification of Diet in Renal Disease (MDRD) study
(attrition bias), in turn raise questions on the goals of such
a study. In fact, do we really want a “one size fits all” dialy-
sis schedule, or are we trying to give each patient a further
possibility to improve the quality and (possibly) the quan-
tity of life? In the latter case, we probably do not need
an RCT, but well-designed observational studies that may
give a measure of the advantages in patients who, for per-
sonal, organizational, or clinical reasons are willing to try
these demanding, albeit promising schedules.
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Reply from the Authors
Piccoli et al detail many potential barriers to the com-
pletion of the “ideal” randomized controlled trial (RCT)
in sustained hemodialysis (HD) (short daily and noctur-
nal HD). In response to these obstacles, they argue that
information (quality and quantity of life) needed to tai-
lor dialysis to the individual patient can be obtained from
observational studies.
Admittedly, several barriers will prevent an ‘ideal’
RCT in sustained HD (or an ‘ideal’ RCT in any other
area of medicine). It would appear to us that the ethics of
randomizing patients (with informed consent) to an intru-
sive intervention is more satisfactory than recommend-
ing patients perform an unproven intrusive intervention.
Bias in the assessment of study outcomes could feasibly
be reduced by blinding the outcome assessors as well as
the data analysts [1]. The mere fact that patients con-
sent to an RCT limits the generalizability of the results.
However, clinicians must deal with this issue in the inter-
pretation and application of any RCT. Attrition bias can
be reduced by an appropriate sample size calculation and
statistical techniques, including intention-to-treat analy-
ses. Finally, although all areas of medicine should strive
for evidence supported by hard end point trials, impor-
tant health outcomes, such as regression of left ventricular
mass and health-related quality of life, may be adequately
addressed in short-term studies.
The number of RCTs published in nephrology is
less than all other internal medicine specialties [2].
Relying on data from observational studies, as sug-
gested by Piccoli et al, has led to wasted time and re-
sources, as exemplified by enthusiasm for normalization
of hemoglobin and higher small solute clearances. In-
stead of defining obstacles for the inception and com-
pletion of RCTs, the nephrology community should be
greeting RCTs with enthusiasm. Given that there is sig-
nificant uncertainty around the costs, safety, and effec-
tiveness of sustained HD [3], performance of an RCT
comparing sustained HD and conventional HD should be
seen as a necessity to improve tailored dialysis decision
making.
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